40                    Pope Pius XI
made up their minds to ascend the highest peak of Monte
Rosa, which many people considered inaccessible from
the Italian side. Three years previously, in 1886, two
well-known mountaineers had lost their lives in the
attempt, hut Father Ratti and his friend were convinced
that the accident could have been avoided and that the
climb could have been made in more favourable weather.
Some half a dozen attempts had been made in the
previous fifty years and there was little that the future
Pope and his friend did not know about the possibilities
of their enterprise; but they had to keep it extremely
quiet, since there was no chance whatever that the
Prefect of the Ambrosian Library, where Father Ratti was
working, would allow him to take such a risk and to be
absent for so long.
They chose as guide the man who had helped them the
year previously when they had tried to climb Mont Blanc
from Courmayeur. They had, however, failed, having been
caught in a snow-storm, and all their tracks had been
covered. Their main ambition was to find the glacier
unbroken and the weather fine and cold enough to prevent
the danger of avalanches.
We have more than one description of this famous
adventure and the most interesting and vivid one of all
comes from the pen of Monsignor Ratti himself. He tells
us that he had had a thorough scientific preparation for
his work in the geological school of Stoppa and Marcalli,
and he had worked on his excursion at his desk with
books and maps for weeks just as he would have done in
preparing an essay. He set off with his friend secure of
his programme, his objective, and his physical forces,
equipped with a rucksack, an alpenstock, an aneroid, the